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ABSTRACT
Rwanda is primarily a rural, young, and agriculture-based country. The referred
variables- agriculture, rural population, and youth- can be creatively merged to engage and
empower youth for rural development. This paper indicates the utilization of cross-disciplinary
knowledge to design an agricultural youth-centered rural development program in Rwanda. The
program uses the interdependence of economic sectors (agriculture and education) with
resources (environmental & natural resources and human resources) to boost rural community
development. The program’s main activities- mentorship, agribusiness training, tutoring,
exposure visits, and community work- highly reflect the requirement for advancing the selected
main economic sectors and resources. There is also the use of the seven community capitals
correlated to the three pillars of sustainable development to ensure sustainable rural
development. The key outcomes of this program are the promotion of positive youth and rural
development through promoting rural youth empowerment and engagement in community
development both in the present and mostly in the future.

Key Words: Rural development, Youth Engagement, Youth Empowerment, Community
Development, Community Capitals, Positive Youth Development
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INTRODUCTION
Overview of Rwanda
Rwanda is a small, landlocked, hilly country in east-central Africa with limited natural
resources. According to the International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD), Rwanda
has the second-highest population densities in Sub-Saharan Africa. The country’s population was
12.95 million in 2020, among which 17.5 % of the population is urban, and the rest 82.5% is
rural (Worldometer, 2020). In addition, the highest percentage of the rural population is
composed of youth (16-30 age range), where about 78% of the rural population is below the age
of 35 years (NISR, 2012).
As shown in figure 1, indicating data extracted from Worldometer, Rwanda is a largely
rural country. Rural populations highly depend on and are most involved in agriculture, which is
the main economic activity in Rwanda, engaging approximately 70% of the total population and
accounting for 33% of the national GDP (FAO, 2016). Agriculture in Rwanda, as a result, stands
out as one of the most strategic sectors in Rwanda’s development.
Rwanda Urban vs. Rural Population
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Figure 1. Rwanda Variation between the urban and rural population by year. Source:
(Worldometer, 2020)
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Social-Economic Context of Rural Rwanda
Agriculture in Rwanda correlates to poverty and the demand for sustainable rural
livelihoods. Smallholder farming is practiced the most in rural areas. According to Rwanda
Development Board (RDB), smallholder farming accounts for 75% of agricultural production
and is the source of food and income for most rural households. However, the issues of
malnutrition and poverty persist the most in rural households. According to IFAD, about one in
four rural households live in extreme poverty, and chronic malnutrition afflicts 43 percent of
children under five. Also, the percentage of people living in poverty in rural areas was 49 percent
compared to 22 percent in urban areas in 2010. The conflicting relationship between agriculture
and rural sustainable livelihoods results from low agricultural productivity and additional rural
issues suppressing rural development.
Agricultural productivity is low due to different challenges facing agriculture in Rwanda,
which, based on the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), are: (1) land degradation and soil
erosion; (2) land use and distribution; (3) strong dependence on rainfalls and vulnerability to
climate shocks; (4) low levels of productivity for both crops and livestock due to low input use,
poor production techniques, and inefficient farming practices; and (5)weak processing capacity
and higher value-added products placed on the market. These agricultural challenges are related
to other rural issues, such as low and poor educational attainment and little to no access to clean
water. The agricultural challenges and rural issues are compelling factors to youth’s rural-urban
for better livelihoods.
Due to rural-urban migration, the percentage of people aged 15 to 34 is higher in urban
than in rural areas. The 64 percent of youth in urban areas were mostly migrants, compared with
38 percent in rural areas (ESTA & RWFO, 2014). While rural-urban migration can expose rural
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youth to new opportunities, it also contributes to the rise in homelessness, unemployment, and
crime rates in urban areas. Similarly, the youth staying in rural areas remain prone to rural issues.
Unlike in many other countries, rural to urban migration is an issue unseen by the rural
population in Rwanda, and it is even encouraged in some cases by parents and schools.
Therefore, it is necessary to ensure that rural youth understand the consequences of their choices
to promote economically viable rural-urban migration for socio-economic development in rural
and urban areas as well. By tackling agricultural challenges in Rwanda, there can be the resultant
reduction in rural issues, leading to sustainable rural livelihoods and the appeal of living in rural
areas. An agricultural youth-centered program's development is pivotal to including youth and
other members of the rural communities in subduing agricultural challenges and related rural
issues.

Comprehensive Assessment of Several Studies for Systematic Design of the Program
The review of several studies in this section, under four objectives, helps to understand the
conditions of rural challenges and the support to rural community's needs accordingly. The
reviews also aim to identify how the designed program can fill the identified gaps in the actions
taken by prior complemented and ongoing activities to advance rural development.
A. Reviewed studies, programs, and frameworks
1. Improving the understanding of the inter-relationship of youth and rural development in
Rwanda:
•

Green et al (2019) presented Rwandan youth-related data from the assessment carried out by
YouthPower Learning at the request of the USAID Mission in Rwanda. The main goals of
the assessment were to understand youth’s goals, challenges faced by youth, and what is
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working well to support youth in Rwanda using the Positive Youth Development (PYD)
framework.
•

Another study, developed by the National Institute of Statistics in Rwanda (NISR, 2012)
provided youth-related data, for example, the spatial distribution of youth across urban and
rural areas of Rwanda and the unemployment rate as to the place of residence and the level of
education.

2. Reviewing the government-based programs implemented to reduce poverty in rural
households from Uwingabire’s work (2020):
•

Umuganda (community work) started in 2007 to encourage people (18-65 age range) to
participate in community work for community betterment every last Saturday of the month.
After community work, there is a community gathering to discuss the community problems
and related solutions.

•

Economic Development and Poverty Reduction Strategies (EDPRS) was initiated from 2008
to 2018 to reduce the Rwanda’s poverty rates. It led to the decrease in the income inequality
between households which contributed to the decline in poverty from 57 percent (2006) to 45
percent (2011).

•

One-Cow-Per-Family (Girinka Program) was started in 2006 by the president of Rwanda,
Paul Kagame, to reduce the high number of malnourished children in rural areas of Rwanda
by providing cows. The receiving families expand the act by giving calves to other families
in need after the original cow reproduces. This program helps rural families to gain income
while also feeding themselves.

•

Savings and Credits Cooperatives (SACCOs) started in 2008 to boost rural savings and
provide Rwandans with loans to improve their earnings and enhance their livelihoods. The
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program has been popular in rural areas where commercial banks are often inaccessible and
has helped to improve rural financial literacy.
3. Exploring the youth empowerment and engagement projects and programs in Rwanda:
•

Education Development Center (EDC, 2021) introduces the Akazi Kanoze (Work Well
Done) Youth Livelihoods Project. This program started in 2009 to build youth capacity and
connect them to private and public sectors for job opportunities. The project involves mainly
youth training in areas like work readiness curriculum and entrepreneurship training. The
main area of the project was the urban area with a narrow extension to the rural area.

•

Youth Connekt is the platform created in 2012 to connect youth to their peers, role models,
resources, skills, and economic opportunities. It connects youth all over the country. It
involves youth convention (an annual conference that gathers youth from all districts of
Rwanda), youth connect hangout (for communication between youth and mentors), and
youth Connekt awards (which involve the youth competitions regarding the innovative
projects).

•

Rural Youth Employment Opportunities(R-YES) is a five-year project started in June 2020 to
create employment (self and wage) opportunities for rural youth in 16 districts and urban
youth from Kigali in agribusiness. The project develops rural youth’s entrepreneurial and
employability skills in the process.

•

Rural Development Initiative is a youth civil society organization that promotes the
wellbeing of people in the poorest communities by supporting youth innovations and
carrying out voluntary projects that improve agriculture practices and agribusiness.
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4. Understanding the use of Community Capital Framework (CCF) and Positive Youth
Development (PYD) framework for initiating changes that reflect the sustainable rural
community and positive youth development.
•

Community Capital Framework.

The CCF demonstrates the use of community capitals, as shown in figure 2, for the vitality and
sustainability of the community (Emery & Flora 2006, Flora et al. n.d.). The community capitals
in the CCF model interact with each other. If the investment is directed towards only one form of
community capital, it can lead to the depletion of other community capitals in the future.
According to CCF, communities should understand that investments in any of the capitals will
lead to a ripple effect on the other capitals if they are intentionally nurtured, leading to
sustainable community development. The balance in these capitals contributes to a vital
economy, social inclusion, and a healthy ecosystem.
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Figure 2. Flora and Flora's Community Capitals Framework. Source: (Winkler et al 2016)
•

Positive Youth Development (PYD) framework

The PYD framework, in figure 3, shows the process for developing youth capabilities under the
construct of empowering youth's positive identity. The framework illustrates that to achieve the
vision of healthy, productive, and engaged youth, the actions implemented must broadly cover
the assets, agency, contribution, and enabling environment parts of the PYD framework. The
assets mean resources, skills, and competencies possessed by youth, while the agency is youth's
ability to employ their assets. Enabling environment is to build a supportive and encouraging
environment, so youth can be part of the change in their communities, as expressed through
contribution.
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Figure 3. Positive Youth Development Framework. Source: (Green et al 2019)
B. Implications of the reviewed studies to the design of the program
The reviewed studies intend to improve rural people's livelihoods and youth empowerment.
The designed program adopts some of the tactics applied by the reviewed studies, such as
offering youth training on entrepreneurship and agribusiness, being the source of inspiration to
youth through mentorship, and promoting community work (Umuganda).
The designed program primarily targets human capital, social capital, and natural capital in
CCF. The new skills acquired and workforce improvement are measurements for the change in
the human capital. The improvement in youth and community participation, new leaders, and
community networks are measurements for social capital.
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The end goal of the designed program focuses on improving rural communities'
conditions. The integration of the studied frameworks leads to youth empowerment, youth
engagement, community participation, and sustainable rural community development. Both the
PYD framework and CCF are interconnected. The increase in youth assets and agency boosts
human, social capital, and potentially financial capital, where social capital is related to enabling
the environment from the PYD framework. Both frameworks lead to similar outcomes of
promoting community capitals. Therefore, the combined frameworks allow the design of the
youth-based program to foster community development.

THE DESIGNED PROGRAM
Program Overview
The agricultural youth-centered rural development program aims at optimizing ruraldominating features in Rwanda, agriculture and youth. It is a continuing, rural-based, and lowbudgeted program, with emphasis on engaging rural youth of all gender, approximately of 16-25
age range, to ensure the main outcomes of the program, which are positive youth and rural
community development. The main program activities, mentorship, tutoring, agribusiness
training, exposure visits, and community work are effectively included to maximize the
program's outcomes. The efficiency of the program relates to the use of both CCF and PYD to
benefit from the interdependence of economic sectors (agriculture and education) with resources
(environmental & natural resources and human resources) to boost rural youth and community
development.
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The Components of the Program
A. Members of the program and enhancement of social capital
According to Wiesinger (2017), a connected society rich in social capital promotes rural
development efficiently. Putnam (1993) describes social capital as features, such as networks,
norms, trust, that facilitate coordination and cooperation for mutual benefit. The designed
program targets rural youth. However, the program also promotes inclusive civic engagement of
rural members who directly or indirectly interact with rural youth.
The involved members in the program are either external or internal members, as further
explained in Tables 1 and 2. For the program's success, the internal members of the programrural youth, local coordinator, schools, and urban youth- must be well-coordinated, which is
under the responsibility of the local coordinator supervised and guided by the expertise of the
program coordinator.
Urban youth are internal members of the program despite coming from outside the
community. The negative side of enhancing social capital can be that it may lead to a strong
linkage within a closed community leading to the rejection of incomers (Wiesinger, 2017). The
inclusion of urban youth contributes to the efficiency of social capital by creating open
communities which maintain social relations with external communities for bridging social
capital.
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Table 1. Summary of the role of internal members of the program
Internal Members

Role

Rural youth

Participate in mentorship as mentees, engage
in community work, and learn from offered
training. Based on the approximated age
range, rural youth are expected to be in the
last years of primary education and in
secondary education but not at the university
level

Urban youth

Participate in mentorship as mentors and,
sometimes, guide training. They are at the
university level of education.
Provide the area of meetings and events of the
program to take place. Also, provide teachers
to help the local coordinator to recruit rural
youth and guide training and events at the
school

School

Local coordinator

Recruit local youth, engage the external
members of the program- has to be someone
who is well connected to the people in the
rural community

The inclusion of the external members of the program- local leaders, farmers, and
parents- is beneficial to the well-functioning of the program by contributing to the “enabling
environment” aspect of the PYD framework in addition to enhancing the bonding social capital.
The maximization of social capital is crucial because social capital also enhances the benefits of
investment in physical and human capital. In addition, social capital facilitates the use of local
resources in terms of natural, cultural, political, built, financial and human capital (Flora and
Flora, 2016). It is, therefore, crucial to the success of the program to focus on social capital to
advance rural development.
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Table 2. Summary of the role of external members of the program
External Members
Farmers

Role
Participate in programing activities and help
in agricultural teaching

Parents

Participate in programing community
activities, encourage rural youth to participate

Local leaders

Participate in programing activities and offer
advises due to their expertise in the area and
local policies

B. Main program activities: the interactions with community capitals, economic
sectors, and resources
The main program activities are mentorship, agribusiness training, tutoring, exposure visits,
and community work. The program utilizes the interactions between economic sectors
(agriculture and education) with the environment & natural resources and human resources
to promote efficiency in the mentioned activities in boosting rural community and youth
development. The selected economic sectors and resources are to be in accordance with the three
pillars of sustainable development: social, environmental, and economic pillar. The sustainable
development outcomes are vital economy, social inclusion, and a healthy ecosystem, as shown in
the CCF.
The mentorship activity is between rural (mentees) and urban youth (mentors) to involve
discussions, such as future goal setting, financial literacy, university experience, and urban and
rural life, to foster youth empowerment and development. The goal of mentorship is to help rural
youth grow and be aware of opportunities that can help to better their personal and career lives.
The program coordinator recruits urban youth/mentors across the universities. Mentors are
recruited based on their interest in rural communities and abilities to smoothen the interactions
14

with mentees. The recruitment of mentees is under the responsibility of the local coordinator
with the help of referrals from teachers in rural schools. Mentors and mentees can interact biweekly through phone interactions and agreed-upon in-person meetings.

Figure 4. Overview of the program, highlighting the members of the program and main
outcomes.
I.

Economic sectors
According to Ploeg et al (2000), rural development results from the innovativeness and

entrepreneurial skills present in the agricultural sector. Agriculture, being the dominant sector in
the rural area, is the central economic sector of the program. The implementation of the program
activities, such as mentorship, exposure visits, and agribusiness training, can promote the
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innovativeness and entrepreneurial skills in rural youth that develop agriculture and, therefore,
rural development.
Furthermore, the program activities, such as mentorship, exposure visits, tutoring, and
agribusiness training, reinforce rural education. Currently, the education in rural areas is lacking,
which reduces positive youth development, reduces employment rate, and contributes, along
with poverty, to school dropouts. The provision of additional learning opportunities for personal
and professional growth through mentioned activities can help rural youth develop their
knowledge, interests, skills to benefit agriculture and contribute to human resources.
For agribusiness training and tutoring, an after-school club (led by the local coordinator
and teachers) takes place twice a week to easily accommodate youth learning. The agricultural
challenges that are minimized by promoting education are (1) low levels of productivity for both
crops and livestock due to low input use, poor production techniques, and inefficient farming
practices; (2) weak processing capacity and higher value-added products placed on the market;
(3) land degradation and soil erosion.
The investment in improving the selected sectors through the mentioned program
activities has the highest impact on human capital, natural capital, and social capital. Under the
interactions of community capitals, human capital is expected to advance financial and built
capital, while social capital interacts with political capital and cultural capital. The program
advances positive youth development and community development by increasing the agency,
assets, and enabling environment.
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II.

Economic resources
The remaining program’s main activity is community work to increase awareness of

environmental and natural resource issues in rural areas and promote conservation practices. The
community work activities center in actions exemplified by rainwater harvesting, water
conservation, safe water facilities, trees plantation, proper waste disposal, etc. The promotion of
environmental and natural resource sustainability, in return, will lead to the growth in the
agriculture sector by helping to solve three of the mentioned agricultural challenges: (1) land
degradation and soil erosion; (2) land use and distribution; (3) strong dependence on rainfalls and
vulnerability to climate shocks.
Youth engagement will be accomplished by encouraging and supporting youth to
creatively participate in the natural resources and environmental conservation practices that
contribute to community development in terms of cleanliness and sustainability. By raising the
awareness of the environment and natural resource issues, like water pollution and depletion,
youth can be part of solutions by adopting conservation practices and contributing to their
community sustainability. Community work increases the natural capital and contribution aspect
of PYD by leading to youth engagement. Community work occurs on the last Saturday of the
month and involves all members of the community and the program.
C. Main outcomes of the program
Besides the main impacts of the program, which are youth and community development, the
other impacts of the program are:
•

The increase in trust and networks as a result of enhancing social capital

•

The development of agriculture and education sector

•

The increase of youth and civic engagement in betterment of rural communities
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•

The increase in rural youth’s self-efficacy and positive identity

•

The increase in the environmental and resources conservation

•

The expansion of the culture of cleanliness

•

The increase in the youth’s interpersonal and employability skills

•

The increase in food supply and reduction of hunger and malnutrition issues

•

The increase in rural health as a result of decrease in water-borne diseases and malnutrition

•

Both the mentioned outcomes are the indicators of community development

Figure 5. Agricultural, Youth-Centered Rural Development Program Model.
Figure 5 is derived from the integration of CCF and PYD framework to indicate the outcomes of
interactions between community capitals, economic sectors, economic resources, and part of the
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program’s main activities for the efficient promotion of youth engagement, youth empowerment,
and community development.

CONCLUSION
In conclusion, Rwanda is a rural, young, and agriculture-based country. However, the
rural population in Rwanda faces different issues connected to agricultural challenges, inhibiting
the country's development. Agricultural challenges and rural issues prevent sustainable rural
livelihoods and contribute to youth rural-urban migration in search of better opportunities that
are not always there. Different actions have been taken, by the government and organizations, to
support rural communities, but there is still a need for more. As a result, the design of an
agricultural youth-centered rural development program is a crucial solution to agricultural
challenges and rural issues. Under the use of both CCF and PYD frameworks, the designed
program ensures youth engagement, youth empowerment, and community development through
its main activities- mentorship, agribusiness training, tutoring, exposure visits, and community
work. The efficiency of the designed program is not only through the use of CCF and PYD
frameworks, but also the interactions of the elements of both frameworks with selected economic
resources (human resources, environmental & natural resources) and economic sectors
(agriculture and education). This interaction helps to expand the scale of the program's impacts
to more than its main outcomes.
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